On the Marylebone Road in London, a short distance from Regent's Park and Baker Street, is Madame Tussaud's.
1 Tussaud's today is an international phenomenon, with branches from Blackpool to Beijing, San Francisco to Sydney. It is one of the most famous, and one of tourist attractions in the world -and the London branch is the original Madame Tussaud's. It arrived at its present location in 1884, but had been based round the corner, at the Baker Street Bazaar, for almost 50 years before that. Its history extends even further back. Before it became a fixed-site tourist attraction in London, it had been a touring exhibition since 1803. And the touring show that Marie Tussaud brought to London in 1802, had its origins in a French exhibition that dated from the late 1760s.
Like the other Tussaud's that have mushroomed round the globe, the London branch has a strong focus on 'celebrities' -film stars, sports people, television characters, and royalty. Unlike most of the other Tussaud's, it also has a very Gothic aspect. Its Gothic is not merely confined to the Chamber of Horrors, but is to be found at many other points in the exhibition. Indeed, as I will argue, the whole geography of the London Tussaud's is premised on a Gothic aesthetic. Tussaud's Gothic is not a retrofit, but something that has characterized the display since at least the mid-nineteenth century, and, very sensibly, the current management have retained it at the London branch, even if Gothic has not been taken up as a style choice elsewhere. Tussaud's Gothic derives from a complicated blend of tradition, historical circumstance and choice: from the fairground waxwork show, Tussaud's own astounding history, and the decisions and choices made in the display of the material since the beginning of the nineteenth century. In this chapter, I will be thinking about Tussaud's past and present. I will be looking at the London branch of today, and considering Tussaud's pre-history in Revolutionary France, before investigating the changing displays of the Chamber of Horrors in the nineteenth century. I am particularly interested in what nineteenth-century visitors have to say about the terrors of the waxwork, and the ways in which they figure the waxwork's effect upon themselves and fellow visitors. Tussaud's commentators, and they are many, constantly return to what is to become a highly codified language of the victimizing gaze, temporal distortion, and weakened subjectivity; its dominant mode is that of 'contagion', (to use Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick's term).
2 Throughout the nineteenth century, Tussaud's pioneered new modes of display, and new relations between the waxwork and the spectator. It became an innovator in the relation between spatiality and content, and, by the mid-century, had invented a Gothic geography for its exhibition. Tussaud's was instrumental in cementing the association between waxworks and the Gothic. Through its invention of the Gothic museum, it has been at least as influential in the propagation of Gothic as an educational mode.
Tussaud's today
Tussaud's, in present-day London, is gargantuan in its size and complexity, taking in not only numerous waxwork exhibitions, but also a scare attraction; the 'Spirit of London' ride; and the 'Marvel Superheroes 4D experience'. Gothic is integral to the Tussaud's experience, though you do not hit full-blown Gothic for a little whilesomewhere around the middle of the labyrinthine complex. The most obvious example of Tussaud's Gothic is the Chamber of Horrors, an attraction already so famous that it barely appears on the marketing. At the time of writing, the front page of the section of the Tussaud's website devoted to the London branch featured images of the waxworks of the Royal Family, the Marvel Superheroes and Benedict Cumberbatch, 3 but there was no reference to the Chamber (or indeed any other of the more Gothic displays). The Chamber doesn't need front-page attention, however. It can rely on something more long lasting -deep cultural memory.
The Chamber of Horrors is a mocked-up Gothic space, small, dark, enclosed and crypt-like, populated by various tableaux. Each depicts pain (or the prospect of it) dressed up in the fashions of a bygone (and not regretted) age. A splendidly dressed waxwork of
